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Richard Lytle’s connection to Fairfield University dates back to a commission he received in
1965 to design the bas-relief sculptures on the exterior of the Barone Campus Center. Presented
as part of Fairfield University’s 75th anniversary commemoration, this first-ever retrospective of
the artist’s work is a celebration of that long relationship.
We are very grateful for the assistance of Giampietro Gallery, New Haven, which has long
represented Lytle, in organizing this exhibition. Thanks are also due to many colleagues for their
contributions to this project, but especially Linda Wolk-Simon, Frank and Clara Meditz Director
and Chief Curator, Fairfield University Art Museum; Lauren Williams, Museum Assistant; Suzanne
Chamlin, Associate Professor of Visual and Performing Art, Faculty Liaison for the exhibition;
and Alan Bisbort, who wrote the essay on the Barone Campus Center reliefs. In addition, we
wish to acknowledge Tess Long, Susan Cipollaro, Peter Van Heerden, Edmund Ross, and Chuck
DeAngelis for their assistance in bringing this exhibition to fruition. Finally, we are extremely
grateful to Richard Lytle for sharing his artwork and his memories, and for his generous gift of the
original drawings for the campus center reliefs, which sparked our initial conversations about this
exhibition.
Richard Lytle: A Retrospective is complemented by a program of lectures and events, all
free and open to the public. For details and information please consult the museum’s website:
(fairfield.edu/museum). Venü is the exclusive media sponsor of the Fairfield University Art
Museum’s 2017-18 season in the Walsh Gallery.

Carey Mack Weber
Assistant Director and Exhibition Curator
Fairfield University Art Museum
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About the Artist
The American painter Richard Lytle (b. 1935) has been
exhibiting his work internationally since the mid-1950s. He
attended The Cooper Union, then graduated from Yale
University with a BFA in 1957 and from Yale College of Art
with an MFA in 1960. Lytle’s paintings and drawings have been
included in many solo and group exhibitions including at the
Museum of Modern Art, the Whitney Museum of American
Art, Yale University Art Gallery, and Harvard University, and
have been featured at American Embassies around the world
and at the World’s Fair in Seattle. His work is to be found
in numerous public and private collections including the
Yale University Art Gallery, the Albrecht-Kemper Museum of
Art, the Museum of Modern Art, the Smithsonian American
Art Museum, and the Williams College Museum of Art. He
has received many prestigious awards including the SaintGaudens Medal and the Citation for Professional Achievement
from The Cooper Union.

The Barone Campus Center Reliefs
For more than half a century, Fairfield University students have walked past the cement
reliefs on the exterior of the John A. Barone Campus Center. This work—a three-dimensional,
ten-foot-tall creation that covers parts of four outer walls—has become so much a part of
Fairfield life that it seamlessly blends with the scenery: it is visible and yet has often gone
unnoticed. No placard names the artist or title of the work, which seems to flow so organically
into and around the walls that one might easily take it for part of the architecture. That is likely
to change, as the Barone center undergoes its current expansion. Among other transformations,
the project will bring part of the mural inside, where it will become part of a planned atrium with
better lighting and will be shielded from the elements.
Richard Lytle could not be more pleased about the fate of the work he created as a young
man in 1965. “Over the years, I would come by the campus to take a look at the mural,” said
Lytle, who lives in Woodbridge. “Sometimes there would be vines covering part of it. Other
times the vines would be gone. One time I found that it had been painted completely white.”
The most surprising twist occurred in recent years.
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Mastery of color is a hallmark of Lytle’s work, which ranges from realist to abstract, and which
has always found its inspiration in the organic world. His dreamlike images move across spaces
suggestive of landscapes, often in joyful biomorphic abstraction. Some focus on plants and
natural shapes that are magnified beyond recognition, while others include elements
chosen by the artist for their sensuous colors and patterning. In addition to signature works in
vibrant color, this retrospective also presents powerful early charcoal drawings as well as the
drawings, executed in graphite, for the monumental reliefs on the Fairfield University campus.
From his early abstract expressionist paintings, exhibited to great acclaim at the Museum of
Modern Art while Lytle was still a graduate student, to his most recent, more biomorphically
abstract works, this exhibition presents the full range of media and subjects that Lytle has
explored in his more than sixty-year-long career.

“I wanted to show my granddaughter the mural, so we drove to Fairfield. This time I noticed
the three layers were painted three different colors, muted and tasteful, to bring out the features.
I thought it was a fine idea,” said Lytle.
Lytle (pronounced “LIE-tull”) was awarded the commission to create the mural in 1965,
simultaneous with the planning of the campus center (later named for John A. Barone), which
would not open until 1966. Lytle, a graduate of Yale, was a rising star in the art world. He had
studied under Josef Albers and would go on to teach Albers’ color class for forty years at Yale,
where he is now professor emeritus.
At the time, he was a working artist and dean of the Silvermine College of Art in New
Canaan. “Because of Silvermine, I had a high profile in Fairfield County,” said Lytle. “The
architect of the campus center, Bob [Robert H.] Mutrux, was familiar with my work and came
to visit me at my studio in Oxford.” After much discussion, Mutrux gave Lytle a copy of his
architect’s drawings from which to plan his mural. The paperwork for the commission was
completed in short order with Mutrux’s explicit order to Lytle to “proceed at maximum speed
without jeopardizing in any way the quality of your work.”
Lytle made numerous large-scale sketches of the imagery that would adorn the various
panels. The final sketches had to be approved by both the architect and the University’s Rector,
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Rev. William C. McInnes, S.J., before the project could move forward. Mutrux, the architect,
whose wife Elizabeth taught art history at the University, quickly gave his approval. Father
McInnes was a bit harder to please. “I remember that one of the panel drawings had the outline
of a woman’s figure,” said Lytle with a laugh. “That was penciled as inappropriate and a cross
was put on the drawing where the woman had been.”
Once the final approval was given, Lytle made a prototype of the design on Homasote [a
gray board not as heavy as plywood] to Mutrux’s specifications, which were “1.5 inches to the
foot, sharp and clear for enlargement and cutting out by others.” The process for constructing
the mural itself was devised by William Lee, another artist, by using three different layers for the
cement, which was poured through giant molds against the standing walls.
“Each of the panels was meant to represent some aspect of the gaining of knowledge,”
explained Lytle. “There were books, music, drama, athletics and so forth. The designs
themselves were inspired by my interest in mythology and the size was inspired by my trips to
Italy, where I saw massive works by Renaissance painters and muralists.”
One panel took the theme “the sound of things to come,” with musical notes and
instruments, hard by another panel that depicted “gatherings.” Another panel was about
“presentations,” with visual clues, such as the masks of comedy and tragedy and the skull of
Yorick [from Shakespeare’s Hamlet]. Yet another panel was devoted to sport, still another to
“germination.”
According to notes by Robert Mutrux at the time, the mural was meant to “stimulate the
imagination with a series of abstract representations of human activity. There is no obvious
‘story’ or meaning; the designs are intended to give a feeling of pleasure, to provide a design
surprise but above all to
invite interpretation and
participation by the viewer.”
The mural was given no title,
which Mutrux noted would
“only diminish the work of an
artist” and “may well restrict
the clear, unobstructed vision
of the onlooker.”
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Early Paintings

Pod Series, 1971-73

Richard Lytle was selected for the seminal 1959 16 Americans exhibition at the Museum of
Modern Art along with fifteen other relatively unknown artists including Ellsworth Kelly, Jasper
Johns, Louise Nevelson, Robert Rauschenberg, and Frank Stella among others. This was the fifth
of the ”Americans” exhibitions in which ground-breaking curator Dorothy Miller introduced the
American museum-going public to some of the most remarkable artistic talent of the late 50s
and 60s. Lytle wrote the following artist’s statement for the exhibition catalogue:

The Pod Series drawings from the early 1970s were likewise executed in compressed
charcoal on paper. These works draw the viewer into a biomorphic world of almost animate
vegetal forms. The extremely refined drawings demonstrate Lytle’s mastery of line and form and
shadow and light. He has said of his charcoal drawings:
Most people use charcoal since it is a very forgiving medium. You can rub it off, in
contrast to the immutability of ink. But I use charcoal with a mentality that was evolved
through my work with ink. The imagery in these pieces is slow to reveal itself, suggesting
a bit of mystery, with the dark areas worked densely to a pure velvet black and the
floating white areas developing volumes.

Within the process of painting universes wait unexplored. The quest for these worlds
has led painters to seek plastic relationships which transcend the historical concept of
subject matter and which glorify the possibilities of color. To embrace human experience
with a complexity of space and color logical within its own bounds and yet not without
focus is the adventure. Delacroix wrote in his diary: “In many people the eye is untrue
or inert; they see the objects literally; of the exquisite they see nothing.” The challenge
is to inflame strong images that can evoke deep emotional and intellectual responses
united with those responses felt by human beings concerned with the relationships of
man to nature and of man to man.
Nude Figure Series, 1967-69
The works in
Lytle’s Nude Figure
Series all depict
nude female models
posed in graceful,
expressive positions,
and were created with
compressed charcoal
on paper. Richard
Lytle demonstrates his
mastery of line, shadow
and volumetric form in
these lyrical drawings.
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The watercolors in Lytle’s oeuvre, examples of which are presented in this exhibition, are
generally more realist in subject matter than his oil paintings. While the scale and the settings
of these images are often exaggerated or slightly fantastical, the natural beauty of the often
botanical subjects is apparent, and the works are clearly inspired by the artist’s direct observation
of the natural world.
6
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Watercolors
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Paintings
Richard Lytle’s paintings from the 1960s to the present are filled with biomorphic forms
in spaces suggestive of landscapes, often on a very large scale, with vibrant, sometimes
shocking color.
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In 1995 Lytle wrote the following about his paintings:
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The following passage written by Lytle seems to describe many of his watercolors:
I am inspired by the delicate forms that survive daunting expeditions as their vulnerability
seems to reflect our own. These examples of survival connect with each other in a multitude
of ways that cause us to look again and re-think associations.
8

The expansive surfaces of large canvases beckon to be explored and seem to engulf us
as we enter through our gaze. Familiar subject matter is transformed in unexpected ways
to stimulate renewing insight into the relationships between things. Comparatively small
forms loom larger when viewed closely and events depicted from within gain immediacy
and resonance.
Painting is a process of exploration as we roam the sanctuary embodied within its
boundaries.
9

EXHIBITION CHECKLIST
Drawings
1. Right South Wall, 1965
Graphite on paper
17 ¼ x 28 inches
Fairfield University Art Museum
(2017.06.01). Gift of the artist.
2. Goddess of Wisdom, 1965
Graphite on paper
11 x 23 5/8 inches
Fairfield University Art Museum
(2017.06.02). Gift of the artist.
3. Left South Wall, 1965
Graphite on paper
15 ¾ x 28 inches
Fairfield University Art Museum
(2017.06.03). Gift of the artist.
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4. Left North Wall, 1965
Graphite on paper
20 x 27 inches
Fairfield University Art Museum
(2017.06.04). Gift of the artist.
5. Looking Out from Nude Figure Drawings
series, 1967
Compressed charcoal on paper
30 x 22 inches

7. Layers from Nude Figure Drawings
series, 1969
Compressed charcoal on paper
30 x 22 ¼ inches
8. Pod Series 2, 1971
Compressed charcoal on paper
30 x 22 inches
9. Pod Series 5, 1971
Compressed charcoal on paper
30 x 22 inches
10. Pod Series 36, 1973
Compressed charcoal on paper
30 x 22 inches
11. Mountain Laurel, 1976
Compressed charcoal on paper
22 x 30 inches
12. Norfolk, 1976
Compressed charcoal on paper
22 ½ x 30 inches
13. Working Space (Self-Portrait), 1992
Ink wash on paper
50 x 36 ½ inches

6. Penumbra from Nude Figure Drawings
series, 1969
Compressed charcoal on paper
30 x 22 inches
10
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Watercolors
14. Drift, 1981
Watercolor on paper
40 x 25 inches

22. Prologue, 1972
Oil on canvas
108 x 96 inches

15. The Tenants, 1982
Watercolor on paper
53 x 31 inches

23. Tidal Bloom, 1972
Oil on canvas
42 x 56 inches

16. Siren’s Cove, 1987
Watercolor on paper
41 ½ x 30 inches

24. Blue Cluster, 1975
Oil on canvas
66 x 72 inches

17. Rounding, 2006
Watercolor on paper
30 x 41 1/4 inches

25. Embrace, 1986
Oil on canvas
84 x 120 inches

18. [Leaves and Log], 2011
Watercolor on paper
30 x 40 ½ inches

26. Selene’s Barge, 1994
Oil on canvas
56 x 68 inches

Oil Paintings

27. Eros, 1990
Oil on canvas
66 x 78 inches

19. Possessed, 1959
Oil on canvas
98 x 79 inches
Included in Sixteen Americans
exhibition at MOMA

12

28. Rhythm, 1998
Oil on canvas
72 x 48 inches

20. Mirando, 1961
Oil on canvas
60 x 84 inches

29. Repose, 2013
Oil on canvas
48 x 58 inches

21. Arrival, 1962
Oil on canvas
72 ¼ x 84 1/8 inches
Yale University Art Gallery.
Bruce B. Dayton, B.A., 1940, Fund
and Blanche Barclay Fund.

29. Early Aura, 2015
Oil on canvas
42 x 53 inches
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